In an attempt to answer this question, the concept of cosmetic surgery must first be defined. The American Medical Association and the American Academy of Cosmetic Surgery define cosmetic surgery as a unique discipline of medicine. Since cosmetic surgery may be performed by many different specialties, a more inclusive definition should be considered. Surgery is the treatment of injuries or disorders of the body by incision or manipulation and cosmetics involving or relating to treatment intended to restore or improve a person's appearance. Thus, cosmetic surgery includes any procedure which endeavors to improve the physical aspects of one's appearance to become more aesthetically pleasing. As discussed by Dr. Petro, we as "cosmetic surgeons" are indeed unique within medicine. We do not treat or seek to cure disease. What we do is reshape and reform the human body in a way designed to improve appearance, increase self-esteem, and enhance patient wellbeing through beauty. 1 An age-old ethical maxim attributed to Hippocrates is "first do no harm." If this ethical principle is followed then the question is easily answered, and cosmetic surgery or any surgical specialty would be unethical. Surgery by its very nature usually requires harming the patient through the use of an incision. Obviously, one can't look to Hippocrates to answer this question.
In the age of modern heath care, four basic principles have been accepted for the application of health care ethics. These principles are autonomy, justice, beneficence, and non-maleficence.
Autonomy is the "ability or right to be self-governing or self-ruling," 2 where the individual is free from both controlling interferences by others and from personal limitations that prevent meaningful choice. Assuming the informed consent process is complete, the patient has the right to decide whether they want to undergo a surgical procedure or not. Thus, cosmetic surgery passes this test of being ethical. It should be noted that the patient does not have the right to demand a cosmetic procedure that is not in the interest of their overall health. Autonomy does not include the ability to do something that is morally wrong. 2 Justice is a concept involving fairness, equality, and equitable treatment. 2 Cosmetic surgery is usually considered to be elective in nature and thus not covered by thirdparty payers. Patients normally pay for cosmetic procedures out-of-pocket. One could argue that cosmetic surgery is not available to all, based on personal finances, and therefore does not meet this ethical requirement. On the other hand, one can argue that since patients are responsible for the cost of their own care, then cosmetic surgery does not affect the overall availability of health care resources. When using this argument cosmetic surgery passes this ethical test.
Beneficence is the quality or state of doing or producing good. In the late 1800s, John Humphrey Woodbury had a facial nevus removed and noticed an immediate improvement in his self-esteem. He dedicated his career to treating facial disfigurements and was the innovator of cosmetic surgery. 3 When cosmetic surgery can improve the psychological well-being of a patient, then the patient benefits. If the patient truly benefits, then the procedure has been ethically performed. We have an obligation to ensure that our patients have realistic expectations. As ethical cosmetic surgeons, we should do what is ultimately BENEFICIAL for our patients. Evidence-based surgery is clearly needed to deal with the problems and the pressures of our clinical practice. Such skills must complement the traditional focus on craft skills to enable the cosmetic surgeon to consistently deliver predictable and effective care. 4 Non-maleficence means non-harming or inflicting the least harm possible to reach a beneficial outcome. 2 As stated above, surgery by definition harms the patient. In order to address this ethical principle, the contemplated cosmetic procedure needs to undergo a risk-benefit analysis. This analysis is specific to the individual patient. A determination needs to be made whether a patient's expectations are reasonable and realistic. If the expectations outweigh the potential complications, the ethical test has been met. "Unrealistic expectations of patients would have ethical problems." 5 One other ethical principal should be considered and that is veracity or truth-telling. Does the surgeon have the training and expertise to perform the contemplated procedure? Is it within their defined scope of practice? Is the patient being honest with himself or herself? Are they attempting to obtain unachievable perfection?
Cosmetic surgery is becoming more common and is being embraced by a variety of health care providers. Without a doubt, it is a lucrative extension of one's practice. In addition, patients have become obsessed with their 
